
Epiphany Sunday - Isaiah 60.1-6, Matthew 2.1-12 

How are we all feeling on this Epiphany Sunday?  Glad that the 

Christmas celebrations are all over and we can take down the 

cards and the tinsel and hoover in the places where we haven't 

been able to for the past few weeks?   Or sad that the 

Christmas things are going to be stored away and its a whole 

year before they can be brought out into the open again? 

Or are we ready to carry on celebrating with the Epiphany?   

The word Epiphany comes from the Greek 'Epiphaneia', which 

means to appear, and we find this in our passage from Isaiah 

today in verse 2.  This part of Isaiah was written during the 

building of Jerusalem's second Temple, in the years 538-520BC, 

replacing Solomon's Temple, which had been destroyed during 

the Babylonian occupation.  The prophecy here tells of the time 

when God will reside once again in the Holy of Holies, in the 

restored temple.  And this is important because it is then that 

Kings of foreign countries and their subjects will come and 

worship at the Temple.  And they will bring gifts of gold and 

frankincense to the King of Israel.  This is when the Jewish 

religion becomes a universal religion - no longer just a tribal 

religion - for the God of Israel is the God of all people - and this 
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is a cause for celebration.   

This lectionary year we are mostly using Matthew's Gospel in 

our services.  It is the first book in the New Testament, which is 

kind of appropriate, because Matthew more than Mark, Luke or 

John, shows that Jesus is the fulfilment of the Old Testament 

hope for a Messiah.  Matthew wrote to show his Jewish readers 

that faith in Jesus was quite natural for any Jew, as Jesus' life 

and teaching came from deep Jewish roots. 

And so Matthew uses the Isaiah prophecy, and other parts of 

Jewish scripture, to tell a story of foreign kings presenting gifts 

and adoring the child Jesus, who Matthew believes to be the 

new king, the Messiah, not only for Israel but for the whole 

world.  In fact, Matthew speaks of wise men (magoi in Greek, 

magi in English, something like astrologers or wizards, from the 

East), but we have come to call them Kings because that is what 

they are called in the Psalms - the 72nd Psalm to be precise.   

This story is littered with quotations from and allusions to the 

Jewish Scriptures.  The Kings or wise men follow the star of 

Numbers 24 v 17, a star that 'shall come out of Jacob' and a 

royal sceptre that will rise out of Israel.  This is a messianic star, 

the Star of David.  Where will they find the newborn king? In 



 3 

Bethlehem, according to Micah 5.2.   

When they get there, what gifts will they offer?  Gold and 

frankincense, according to Isaiah 60.  Joseph and Mary's later 

flight to Egypt is connected to Hosea 11.1 and Herod's 

slaughter of the boys of Bethlehem is related to a prophecy in 

Jeremiah, but that connection doesn't really work very well.  It 

is possible that Matthew's story has been created quite 

imaginatively out of these Old Testament passages.  Whether it 

is historically accurate or not, this is the story that we tell to 

emphasise the reality of God's appearance, God becoming 

flesh, in this most unlikely king of kings: a child of modest 

parents, in a modest house that is the new temple outside 

Jerusalem, a place where no-one is excluded.  It is a familiar 

story, and it is one that we enjoy telling every year.   

So what can we take from the Epiphany story today?  After the 

events of this last week, it can be quite hard to imagine a world 

that could be much darker than it is at the current moment.  

We are facing terror, violence, hunger, exploitation and misery 

on an unprecedented scale.  And like the wise men, we often 

look to those in power to rescue these situations.  Only we 

often realise that, like King Herod, those in power often act 
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from motives of greed and self-interest.  Sometimes we may 

despair because there seems to be no light shining in the 

darkness to give hope, no chance of overwhelming joy.   

So we ask the question, how does the light of Christ shine into 

dark places?  Well, we can pray that God will make us more 

attentive, as the wise men were, to signs of hope and light.   

But sometimes those signs of hope and light need to come 

from inside ourselves.  We should shine with joy in our worship, 

and that joy should overflow into our community.  I remember 

one of my friends married a man who wasn't really a church 

goer, and he came to pick her up from church every week.  He 

said to me once, 'I don't know why any of you go to church, you 

never look happy when you leave'.   Eventually he was 

persuaded to come to church, and in actual fact became 

churchwarden!   

Sometimes for me it's about perseverance.  The wise men's 

journey to draw close to Jesus required great perseverance.  

How do we practice perseverance in our Christian life?  Do we 

become side-tracked, as the wise men nearly were, seeking 

spiritual experiences in the wrong places?   

There must have been times when the wise men were tired and 
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discouraged and may even  have thought about giving up.  Does 

that happen to us too?  How should we respond to this?  What 

habits will help us to persevere at such times, and lead us back 

to that overwhelming joy?   

The wise men may have encouraged one another on the way.  I 

know it's one of Malcolm's favourite words - but we do need to 

encourage one another.  And we can do this in practical ways, 

by listening to each other, by noticing when someone seems to 

be a bit down, or when they haven't been around very much.  

We can also be encouraged by the blessings that God provides. 

I know that it isn't always easy, especially at this time of year 

when we can feel a bit down - the days are short, and we spend 

a good deal more time in darkness than in the light.  The 

weather doesn't always help - as gloomy days can lead to 

gloomy feelings.   

I want to share with you this morning one of the things that I 

was encouraged to do many years ago by a counsellor that I 

was seeing when I was in the middle of a depressive phase, and 

it helped me very much.  I'm not suggesting for one moment 

that we are all depressed and need therapy - but I do 

recommend it to anyone who is feeling a little bit sad at this 
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time of year and is finding life a little bit tough.   

I used to keep a little notebook by the side of my bed, and after 

I'd said my prayers, I would write down three things that had 

happened during the day that had been positive - and then I 

would thank God for those things.  It meant that when I went 

to sleep I ended the day on a positive note rather than a 

negative one.  You see our brains are wired to dwell more on 

the negative than the positive - as we have developed and 

grown as human beings we have been constantly finding 

solutions to problems - and this has made us think about 

problems more than we do about positive and happy things. 

But what this also did for me was to help me to seek out the 

presence of God, to make room in my life for God.  Each and 

every night as I thought about the positive things that had 

happened and gave thanks to God for them, it transformed me.  

Not in an ultra-dramatic way, but incrementally, helping me in 

the healing process and enabling me to cope with everyday life 

once again. 

And eventually I recovered my joy for life again, which had 

been missing for some time as I battled with a period of 

depression. 
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For those of you who never feel depressed - then you are 

blessed!   

So, today, the phrase that I hope that you will take away from 

our service, even if you remember nothing else, is to be 

'overhwhelmed with joy'.  This is how I imagine the wise men 

when they finally found the King they had been looking for.  We 

have already found the King, or rather he has found us, so let us 

be overwhelmed with joy too. 


